The Commission on Social Determinants of Health (CSDH) formulated recommendations along which health inequalities can be successfully tackled anywhere in the world. The situation of the Roma minority in Europe provides countless opportunities for the translation of these guidelines into action that should be guided by coherent and evidence-based strategies integrating lessons learned in smaller-scale field projects. Our paper describes the long-term evaluation of a locally initiated housing project in Hungary carried out more than a decade after implementation, which highlights the salience of the CSDH's recommendations and critical factors for success and sustainability. The project provides evidence for the long-term positive impact on education of the social housing project implemented by an empowered community through delegating decision making to a board of representatives of the beneficiaries in all decisions, including financial ones. Educational level greatly improved, and all houses-inhabited by 17 out of 20 families who initially entered the project-remained in good condition, properly equipped and decorated after 13 years of implementation, in spite of an increase of unemployment during the same period which led to reduced income and deterioration of the families' economic situation. Better housing conditions for vulnerable people can be sustained and result in increased educational level if incremental improvement is aimed for and coupled with the redistribution of power at the local level.
INTRODUCTION
The by now well-known recommendations of the Commission on Social Determinants of Health (CSDH) delineated clear principles for tackling the social determinants of health (World Health Assembly of the World Health Organization, 2009). These principles should constitute the basis of the development of policies and strategies incorporating clear and measurable outcomes and intersectoral action to reflect the spirit of the social determinants approach that can be expected to result in V C The Author 2013. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved. For Permissions, please email: journals.permissions@oup.com Health Promotion International, 2017; 32:9-15 doi: 10.1093/heapro/dat057 Advance Access Publication Date: 22 August 2013 Article multiple benefits beyond health as it was recently reiterated in the Rio Political Declaration (Rasanathan and Rü diger, 2011) . Housing is not often thought of as a priority area for health improvement since long-term evaluation of housing projects-social or market based-is scarce, therefore only limited information is available on the impact and effectiveness of housing interventions though there are data for the plausible beneficial effects of housing improvement on the health of disadvantaged groups and towards reducing inequalities (Thomson et al., 2003 (Thomson et al., , 2006 Bambra et al., 2010) . Inadequate housing conditions and higher environmental risks more frequently affect less affluent population groups (Braubach and Fairburn, 2010; , among them socio-economically deprived Roma. Their inadequate or extremely poor housing conditions have been extensively reported in the past years for Europe in general (Ringold et al., 2005 ; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2009 ) and in particular geographical regions (Macura, 1999 ; Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2006; Filadelfiov a et al., 2007; Slaev, 2007; K osa et al., 2011) .
The consequences of racial segregation are wide ranging, from the concentration of poverty and deterioration of community life to low-performing educational systems and fewer employment opportunities. Communitylevel poverty proved a more important determinant of health status than neighbourhood racial composition. To the extent that neighbourhood factors influence the health of residents in minority communities, concentrated poverty is the most damaging (LaVeist et al., 2011) .
Though social housing could be a potential solution, the availability of it has greatly decreased in many countries of Central and Eastern Europe in the past decade; and even these cannot be afforded by many impoverished families (Macura, 1999) . Targeted housing interventions are in the forefront of strategic level planning aiming at the social integration of marginalized Roma in Europe. However, the lack of rigorous evaluation on previous programmes as well scarcity of best practices hinders these efforts.
Our paper set the goal of evaluating the long-term impact of an urban housing project aimed at disadvantaged families with small children in Hungary that was completed in 1997 and evaluated in 2010-11. This paper aims to contribute to the evidence base on effective actions tackling wider determinants of health, hence mitigate 'analysis paralysis' (Nutbeam, 2004) and provide practical recommendation for strategy and programme planning aiming at vulnerable.
Background of the project
Kiskunhalas is a small town in Hungary with 30 000 inhabitants 10% of whom belong to the Roma minority. After the political changes of 1989, employment opportunities in the city shrunk, leading to an increase in unemployment mostly among employees with less schooling doing physical work, many of them Roma. Loss of employment also meant loss of housing partly due to an inability to pay the rent and bills, partly due to the municipal government's decision to sell out the social housing stock of the city at discounted prices to tenants. However, even these prices were beyond the means of most families with unemployed heads. Due to the sell-out, only 300 social housing units of the former 1400 units remained in city property, with 6-8 units becoming available per year while the number of families applying for them increased to 70-100 per year.
Initiative
The head of the Family Help Service of the city had noticed deteriorating housing conditions, especially in families with unemployed parents and small children as well as the increasing need for social housing in the mid-90s. She initiated a project with the aim of building affordable houses for the most disadvantaged families with small children. A governmental scheme (residential construction allowance) in Hungary provided nonrefundable credit until 2009 to purchase real estate for disadvantaged families with children, but access to it was virtually impossible for the most deprived of families because a certain percentage of the desired credit had to be proved to be possessed in the form of cash or real estate. A steering group was established including the head of the Family Help Service, representatives of the municipal government and the local Roma minority government which devised the conditions for participation, and oversaw the project.
Eligibility criteria
Resident families of the city could apply if they were eligible for social housing and governmental residential construction allowance, had at least three children attending school, were willing to personally participate in the building process and collaborate with the Family Help Service and accepted a ban of sale on the houses until the adulthood of the youngest child. In order to avoid potential racial tensions evoked by positive discrimination, non-Roma families fulfilling the previously mentioned conditions were also selected to participate. Applicant families were ranked based on their community involvement and non-truancy of their school-age children. Altogether 12 Roma and 8 non-Roma families were selected into the project out of 80 applicants.
Financing
The municipal government sold building plots to 16 families for a symbolic amount; 4 families constructed houses on land they purchased or their families owned. An NGO-established in order to apply for additional funding-received 21 700 EUR from the Cooperating Netherlands Foundations for Central and Eastern Europe that it distributed equally to all participant families. They were also eligible for the above-mentioned governmental residential construction allowance which amounted to 730 EUR after the first child, 3730 EUR after the second and the third child in 1998. The unit cost of the project was 120 EUR/sqm in contrast to the then accepted 300-370 EUR/sqm (costs are for 1997). All financial transactions were processed by a three-member team comprising the representative of the municipal government, one representative of the Roma and one representative of the non-Roma beneficiary families.
Implementation
Building plans for double houses were created by a volunteer architect. The municipal government provided permits, technical support and inspection during the project, as well as social workers who kept in touch with the beneficiaries. Beneficiary families themselves decided on the allocation of building sites and their neighbours in the double houses. The building material was adobe brick, a traditional building material with excellent heat-insulating features that most Roma families knew how to produce (adobe brick making used to be a traditional occupation among Roma in Hungary). Preparation of the adobe bricks by two work communities recruited from the participating families considerably reduced building costs, provided work opportunity and an opportunity to strengthen the building community. Special care was taken to secure the waterproof nature of the foundations and roofs with full success (seeping water from above or below constitutes the only danger for an adobe wall). In order to further reduce costs, all other new building materials were purchased in bulk and the quality of which was checked and documented by a building expert delegated by the municipal government. An expert assessed the quality of construction halfway through the project at the request of the project manager. Houses were completed in 1997.
Design of houses
Upon prior agreement with the families, the interiors of all houses were finished to the minimum level for which an inhabitancy permit could be obtained. Families purchased furnace for central heating and further interior decorations (inlaid floor, wall tile, paved tile, etc.). No furniture was provided except sink in the kitchen, washbasin and bathtub in the bathroom, and toilet bowl. All houses have a ground space of 71 sqm including two bedrooms, kitchen and living room in one space, pantry, bathroom and WC, with electricity, running water, sanitation and a receptacle for a furnace powering a central heating system. Individually replaceable gas tanks were designed for cooking use. The lofts of the houses were constructed in a way that allowed for future construction of three bedrooms and a bathroom in the attics in case of need.
METHODS
Evaluation of the project was carried out in two phases. The authors learned about the project at a field visit in 2005 during which an in-depth interview was carried out with the initiator and coordinator of the project, the head of the local Family Help Service who has also been coordinator of a community development project involving the beneficiaries ever since. Houses and families were also visited to collect information from beneficiaries and gain personal impressions on the housing development. Another interview with the coordinator of the project was conducted in 2010, and all 17 of the original beneficiary families were approached to ask them to participate in semi-structured interviews. Questions focused on socio-economic, living and housing conditions, as well as long-term impacts and sustainability of the project aiming to gain quantitative and qualitative data. Adult members of 10 of the 17 families consented to participate. A third in-depth interview was conducted with the coordinator, and beneficiary families were interviewed in Kiskunhalas in 2011 again. Additional data were gathered from project documentations and media reports.
RESULTS

Evaluation of the housing project
Only indicators that were available before and after the project were included for comparison.
All 20 houses built during the project still stand in good overall conditions. Comfort level increased while crowdedness decreased among beneficiaries (Table 1) . Seventeen out of the 20 families who entered the project in 1996 still live in their houses. Seven attics were fitted and furnished out of 20 in the past years from the private funds of families living in those houses. Improvement in the education level has been an unequivocally favourable outcome, whereas employment deteriorated. Possessions expanded as reflected by a numerical increase in vehicles and by the fully furnished interiors.
All families finished the interior decoration of their houses. All houses are properly equipped with as many beds as persons, at least one dining table, chairs, curtains, and in most houses, at least one desk for schoolage children. Floors are tiled, walls are well kept, painted or covered by colourful wallpapers. All houses have a central furnace fuelled by coal or wood that heats the entire house and allows adjustment of temperature to available funds as heating is the major expense during winter. Families gave account of improved subjective health reflected by less visits to the family doctor, but this could not be supported by quantitative data.
Positive experiences during and after the project
Community involvement was a crucial factor during the project and helped overcome all difficulties, such as when several thousand freshly made adobe bricks were ruined by a sudden shower and had to be remade by the community. No disagreements over financial transactions happened because the allocation of funds was clear for all beneficiaries, and transactions involved community representatives from the beginning. Most families kept the conditions they agreed to before the project, and enjoyed an obvious increase of living standards. They keep their houses in high regard; their children go to school, and quantitative data prove that housing improvement had a major impact on the education of the children of the participating families. Whereas no person with a higher degree could be found in the community before the project, now three such persons (one with a completed degree) live in the community (all of them Roma). Collaboration with the municipal government and the family help service has been exemplary and ongoing. The families report feeling safe in their neighbourhood, and one Roma man described his relationship with his neighbours 'as if they were family.' Another man reported his relationship with his neighbours to be quite good, as 'we built [the houses] together'.
Negative experiences during and after the project
Chosen families became the subject of greed at the beginning of the project. One family whose income was less than the others and could not 'keep up' with the others in terms of finishing their house pulled out of the project and moved back to their hut. Another family was chosen to fill their place from the waiting list of 25 families. One family sold its house when it was completed because the head of the household got a job in a nearby city and the entire family moved there. Despite its right of pre-emption, the local government did not purchase this house though its price was 32% below the market price. However, the selling family purchased another house from this sale. In one family the mother died during construction and the father stepped back. The house was completed for another family. Three divorces occurred in the community since the completion of the project. In one case, the parent caring for the children remained in the houses; in the two other cases the parents purchased separate apartments from the sale of the houses. Sadly, the one college graduate (a young female) could not find a job in the past year since her graduation. The housing project has had a reverse effect on the financial situation of the inhabitants. Many describe their current material situation as either 'bad or 'very bad'-whereas the families described their pre-1998 situation as 'satisfactory'. Many families also reported the cost of utilities to be exorbitant. The winter of 2009-2010 was quite cold relative to past years, and the homes require a steady supply of firewood for heating. In recent years, the cost of natural gas has sky-rocketed. Water prices and electricity have also increased substantially. Families often cannot afford the whole month's bill and are being helped by the local Red Cross aided by the (former) project coordinator.
DISCUSSION
The long-term evaluation of the project provides proof for the direct positive effect of housing on education along with the improvement in housing comfort and crowdedness. Decreased employment can be attributed partly to the downsizing of the local chicken slaughterhouse that used to employ Roma in considerable numbers and partly to some becoming retired, others losing jobs due to the recession that has occurred in the past years in Hungary and elsewhere. Loss of work and increased household costs explain the increased number of families whose economic situation worsened. Unfortunately, no data could be gathered regarding the health status of the beneficiaries before the project and so the probable positive health impacts of the project could only be based on the interviews. Based on the available data, no firm conclusion can be drawn as to how much the educational improvement can be attributed to secular trends. Since even focused educational policies and programmes failed to have an impact because of the lack of adequate policy frameworks and negative incentives built into education systems (Friedman et al., 2009; Roma Education Fund, 2010) , there is a strong reason to believe that the positive educational outcomes can be attributed to the project.
As to improving housing for Roma, numerous stories circulate about its futile and unsustainable nature (Bern ath and Messing, 1999; Cullen et al., 2008) fuelling negative attitudes and discrimination in certain groups of the majority (Cullen et al., 2008) . This project is an excellent proof for the sustainability and positive long-term impact of a properly designed and implemented housing intervention. Moreover, it can be considered as a precursor to the Stepped Social Ascension theory of housing first put forward by Berescu (Berescu et al., 2006) . The theory suggests that objective improvement of living conditions, that is, the transition from destitute poverty to a safe and sanitary standard cannot be completed at once. Instead, it must be perpetuated step by step, with each step constituting a small, finite enhancement in surroundings. Such a gradual development must follow three distinct rules. First, no steps in gradual improvement can be skipped: failure and regression is guaranteed if a family is forced too far, too fast. The selection process effectively identified those who had the highest chance of succeeding. The Kiskunhalas project aimed at making a relatively small leap from a lack of amenities to providing basic ones: from earthen floor to finished cement floor, from a basic outhouse to a modern flushable toilet, and from no electricity to electricity, providing only the minimum level required for an inhabitancy permit. The second rule concerns the progression from one step to the next: for a family to advance to the next housing strata, they must be able to observe its features, and see them as attainable, as, for example, in the form of houses in their immediate neighbourhood. Berescu refers to this effect as 'visibility'. This principle was kept by designing houses that conformed to local custom and by allowing beneficiaries to choose their lots. The third rule is of consistent horizontal advancement: for a family to progress to the next level, they must at least keep if not improve their achieved standard of living without regressing. This provides a model for their children even though it might take generations for complete social accession to occur. 85% of the beneficiary families selected in 1996 have kept their achieved housing standards by 2011, and more than one-third-those seven families who fitted their attics-considerably improved it.
The report of the WHO CSDH specified the general principles for reducing inequities (CSDH, 2008 ) that applies to all disadvantaged groups, among them Roma. The project presented in this paper gives an excellent example of the implementation of these principles: the project was not simply aimed at the provision of affordable housing but at more equitable distribution of power, money and resources in planning and execution; it resulted in improved daily living conditions and its impacts were measured. However, many more similarly successful projects are needed until the considerable gap between already existing legislation on housing and its field implementation can be declared to be closed (Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2006; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2009). The Kiskunhalas housing project provides a number of practical points to be incorporated into housing policies and programmes to address inequities regardless of the magnitude of the programmes.
Recommendations for housing projects aiming at disadvantaged families 1. Representatives of the beneficiaries along with all other stakeholders, including the local municipality (Braubach and Fairburn, 2010) should be represented in all bodies that make any decisions regarding the project (planning, selection of participants, allocation of building plots, size and arrangement of houses, etc.) (World Conference on Social Determinants of Health, 2011; Platform for Roma Inclusion, 2012). In this project, community representatives were not only included in decision-making bodies but they themselves made financial decisions during the building process. 2. The individual and community capacities of the potential applicants (target group) should be incorporated into the project plan along with the principles of the Model of Stepped Social Ascension (Berescu et al., 2006) . 3. Benefits provided by the project, financing (CSDH, 2008) and accountability (World Conference on Social Determinants of Health, 2011) should be transparent and public along with a timeline and budget from the beginning for all stakeholders. 4. Inclusion criteria should be based on socio-economic and/or demographic conditions rather than on ethnic identity (Platform for Roma Inclusion, 2012) in order to reduce tensions due to positive discrimination, and they should have at least the following points publicly acknowledged in a contract as follows: a. beneficiaries should participate in the building process and in community development to facilitate empowerment before, during and preferably after the project in collaboration with helping organizations; b. rent-out or sale of houses of the beneficiaries should be restricted until the youngest child of the family becomes of age; c. in case of divorce, the parent leaving the family must renounce his/her part in the property to his/ her children; d. school attendance of all school-age children should be required. The intervention presented in our study provides an early example for Labonte's point according to which targeting minority and non-minority groups alike and reaching equal success in housing improvement for both group contributes not only to reduce inequalities between rich and poor, but helps to weed roots of racism and conflict at the local level (Labonté, 2011) .
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